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In our text for today Jesus is trying to help his disciples understand what is involved in following him. If you want to follow me, deny yourself. If you want to gain your life, you will lose it.” At first hearing, this may sound like bad news. The disciples must have thought that if they really followed Jesus, their freedom would be taken from them. And most of them probably thought, “Hey, life is hard. I need everything I can get to keep me going. Do I have to deny myself? Do I have to let go of running my own life? Maybe it costs too much to follow Jesus.”
 
So what does he mean? How can we help each other understand Jesus? 
 
I think Jesus was trying to help us turn our attention away from ourselves. The great difficulty we face may be caused by one invention: the mirror.
Around 1500 there came a mass production of the mirror; and after that, we’ve seen an increasing split in the way we humans view ourselves. We tend to live outside ourselves, measuring ourselves through others’ eyes, or through the mirror’s eyes. We have trouble living from inside, from our deeper self. 
 
Instead, we tend to look in the mirror and ask, “Am I color coordinated today? Am I attractive? Is my hair in place? Do I have a small enough waistline?” We too easily compare ourselves to others, or what we imagine others will think of us. To keep our image high, we say, “I need to be smart, good looking, successful. 
I need this degree or title. And I need to have money, a lot of it.” All these messages come from ego. And when I’m ruled by ego, I strive to make myself acceptable not to God, but to some kind of idealized social self. Call it an idol. With the mirror before us, we focus on I, me, mine. (See Richard Rohr, Everything Belongs: The Gift of Contemplative Prayer, pp. 61ff)
 
The danger is superficiality, living on the surface, spending our lives living up to these mental self-images. As the Gospel of Mark says, we “gain the whole world and forfeit our life.” (Mark 8:36) Life and fullness of life comes from living from the deeper self, the true self, created by God. 
 
Could it be that Jesus is trying to help us remove the mirror? 
He says it bluntly: “Deny yourself and take up your cross and follow me.” Most of us consumer-happy Americans would say, “Thanks, but no thanks. I’d rather go shopping. (where, by the way, they usually have plenty of mirrors).
 
Part of the reason we have trouble with Jesus is that we approach him with our rational, task-oriented Western mind. Jesus was more Eastern than Western. He liked to turn things upside down. We Americans might say, 
I want to be first.” But Jesus says,” The last will be first.” We might say, “The greatest person has a lot of servants.” Jesus says, “If you want to be first, then be a servant. We say, “You gain your life by getting money, prestige, and power.” Jesus says, “You gain your life by losing 	it, by giving it away.”
 
What does he mean with all these paradoxes? What’s the point he’s trying to make? I wonder if he’s saying, “If you want to be great, stop turning the mirror toward yourself. Drop the mirror, and turn your attention away from yourself. Focus instead on God and your neighbor.
 
In various ways, Jesus keeps urging us to let go of ego. But how can we ever learn to do that? 
We may spend the first half of our life building ego strength. We need ego in order to let go of ego. So---we affirm our children to help build their self-esteem. Sometimes our self-esteem is sagging, and we need encouragement. We need some recognition, and we may seek it through work, sports, studies, music or dance. But in many such areas, we may still be watching ourselves, being self-conscious. 
 
I wonder if part of what Jesus is saying to us is something like this: Get lost in what you are doing. Stop the painful self-consciousness that comes from flexing muscles in front of a mirror, or watching how we look in the spotlight. 
We gain our life by letting go of our need to control, compare, and dominate. Can we release the ego, and turn instead to focus on the still small voice that God has given to all of us?
 
That still small voice says, “You are made in the image of God. You are loved by God. You are united with God, united with love.” In other words, we already have what we need.
 
Our job is to stop, sit in calmness and come to awareness that we are already connected to God, to the Source of our life. The task of the spiritual life is to deepen that connection with God. Worship, prayer, hearing Scripture, singing and silence are rituals that can help us deepen our awareness of the true self, the Godself, that is given to each of us.
 
A life of prayer requires that we get off the culture ego trip and give up pursuing the false self, the superficial self. A life of prayer leads us into stillness and silence, the place where we can deepen our union with God. 
 
When we spend time with God, we are taken into the very heart of love. As we deepen our prayer, our focus turns away from ego and toward the other person, the needs of the other. Then, we are freed to give ourselves away-- for the good of the neighbor. We can put love into action, without needing to get the credit. As someone said, “Much good can happen if we don’t need to get the credit.” Much good can happen if we can let go of ego.
 
The key question becomes, “What is most important to me? 
Or as Thomas Merton said it, “What is that I live for?” Some weeks ago I walked into the office of a businessman; and on the wall was this quote: “Each one of us can do something to alleviate some the suffering in the world.” 
 
What is it that I live for? Once we find out what we can do, our mission, our purpose, then ego can be released in service of the mission. We can let go of the possessions and the image of ourselves that we cling to. We can commune with God, with the holy, and allow our life, fullness of life, to emerge from that Source. Then what other people think matters less and less. What really matters is being faithful to who we are: image of God, follower of Jesus.
 
But first we may have to figure out how to give up anxiety about wanting to hold on to the controls. How can we let go of our need to fix it or control it? How can I let go of my need to make everything turn out the way I want? How can I stop judging myself and other people?
 
According to Jesus, it’s a matter of surrendering to God, giving ourselves to God, trusting in God’s love and grace. It is this radical trust that Jesus is pointing to when he says, “Deny yourself….release your ego. You will gain your life by losing your life, by giving your life away.” 
But in giving, we are really receiving!
 
There is a story which John Shea tells that may help us understand what’s involved in finally letting go of ego. Once upon a time, there was an old Cretan, a man from Crete, who in his life loved many things. He loved his wife and children, but most of all he loved the land where he walked and fought for good. So when he was about to die, he ordered his sons to carry him outside his stone hut and put on the land of Crete. He reached down, scooped a handful of Crete in his hand and was gone!
 
He arrives at the gate of heaven. The gates majestically swing open, and the Lord God comes out in the long robes of judgment, with a large scroll in his hands. The Lord God says, “Oh yes. You’re number 6543218709407516---Come in.” And the man is just about to stride through the gates when the Lord God says, “What’s that in your hand?” The man says, “Crete. I go nowhere without it.” The Lord God says, “You do not come here with it.” So the man walked back outside and stood by the side of the wall.
 
A week passed, and the gates swing open a second time. And the Lord God comes out a second time, but this time not in the long robes of judgment but with a floppy hat, a shiny red nose, and a bunch of balloons in his hand--- as Clown! He walks up to the old man, swings his arms around him and says, “Old man, inside we party. Throw that dust to the wind. Come inside and feast.” The old man heaved his fist beneath the Lord God’s nose and says, “Never.” The Lord God scurried back inside the gates.
 
During the third week that passed, well, let’s put it this way---only God and a few angels know the difference between embrace and throttle. But it seems that the old man had so tightly held on to the land of Crete that when he opened his hand, all the moisture had gone out of it. It was all caked and crumbled. And because he was old and his fingers were arthritic, it was seeping through his fingers, so he had to put one hand underneath the other in order to hold on to what he loved the most.
 
The third week passed and the gates swing open a third time, and the Lord God comes out now neither as Judge nor Clown, but as a small child. He runs up to the old man and says, “Grandfather, the gates are open only for those with open hands.”
 
The old man didn’t even look down. He stood up---and caked and crumbled Crete fell from his palm. He took the hand of the child, and the gates swung open, and they both walked in.
 
Inside was all of Crete.
 
 
By releasing ego, we gain depth. By letting go of the need to control, we find freedom. By denying self, we gain the self God created us to be.
 
Thanks be to God. Amen.
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